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Public Initiatives and Local Practices in China’s Response to Climate Change
Lei Xie1
Abstract
China is facing increasing environmental pressure, among which climate change is the most
serious one. As many areas are still under development, the country’s vulnerability to the
adverse impacts of climate change lies not only in its ecological aspect but also its social
aspect. In particular, the country’s increasing energy demand has posed serious problem, as
the country strongly relies on fossil-fuels. Dilemmas exist between development and
increasing level of pollution. Local government, to realize its political credibility often
permits environmental pollution happen and has been ineffective in local environmental
governance.
Chinese environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGO), led by journalists,
scientists and key environmentalists, have emerged since early 1990s. They begin to play an
increasingly significant role in China’s dealing climate change. Although still in its early
stage of development, domestic ENGOs are greatly influenced by International ENGOs in
their strategies, organizational development and accessing scientific knowledge. Chinese
ENGOs have become successful in assisting local communities dealing with key issues of
climate change, including energy, agriculture pattern and changes of lifestyles in
cosmopolitans.
Illustrated by case studies, this paper discusses the role that Chinese environmentalists
play in local communities’ dealing with climate change issues. It examines ENGOs’ the
characteristics, strategies, knowledge and technology transfer in their organizational
development and promotion of social changes. In particular, this paper explores the
interaction between ENGOs, INGOs, local governments and local communities in looking for
solutions of climate change.
This paper contributes to the understanding of China’s growing civil society and local
practices in mitigating climate change’s impact, which have significant influence to local and
national environmental governance. It also deepens our understanding of the impact of
globalization to the country.
Introduction
China, a country whose role on the global stage has changed profoundly, has received
significant attention from the world. Although the country has experienced fast economic
growth, a high price has been paid by the environment, which has been seriously degraded.
Climate change has posed serious environmental problems including accelerated
deforestation, threats to human health, increasing levels of outdoor and indoor air pollution
and negative effects to coastal zones and freshwater ecosystems and so on.
China is faced with mounting pressure in dealing with climate-related issues.
Domestically, owing to its ecological and geographical conditions, China is highly vulnerable
to climate change. This factor, along with China’s growing regional inequality pose serious
problems to sustainable economic and political development. Driven by extreme weather
events, health and pollution crises, social unrests surge in China.2 Growing protests emerge
against forced relocation by energy development and unequal exposition to environmental
risks. Therefore, the impact of climate and environmental change is one issue that has strong
implications to political stability (Wiener, 2008).
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China is also being challenged to bear climate-related issues with greater responsibility
from various stakeholders in international community. External pressures generated by
international negotiations on climate change have placed the issue of global warming on
China’s domestic agenda and forced the country to respond. Climate negotiations have
become an important element in its foreign dialogues with countries that have strong
commitment in global climate governance, such as the European Union. Equally important,
concerns have been raised toward China’s overseas investment and the country’s
environmental footprints abroad. In Africa, China’s resource security centred approach has
been criticised for neglecting the environmental impacts and damaging natural resources in
the continent (see Taylor, 2007; Bosshard, 2008).
Under this background, certain space is found available for the Chinese public to get
involved and respond to climate change with individual actions. Since early 1990s, Chinese
citizens have shown an increasing level of environmental awareness, which is evident in the
development of environmental activism and symbolized by the organization of environmental
non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) and voluntary groups. During the globalization
process, the international environmental events, organizations and NGOs (INGOs) have had a
strong impact on the country. The Chinese NGOs’ perspectives are broadened and intensified
understandings of global climate change are achieved after participating international events,
such as the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development, the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change Conference since 2005. They have successfully built public
consensus on local and regional environmental issues. In recent years, many ENGOs have
began to be involved in mitigating the impact of climate change in China, assisting local
communities adaptation capacity, promoting energy efficiency and energy saving and so on.
This article examines the development of public initiatives in China’s response to
climate change. The following questions will be addressed: what are the main forms of
actions, on what issues the public’s climate actions are, how are public’s interests articulated
and what impact has been produced? The second part provides a literature review on the role
of NGOs in global environmental governance. The third part explores political opportunities
that are found in China’s political structure. Through case studies, the fourth part illustrates
the main domains of NGOs’ initiatives and the significance of such activities. The last section
concludes the role that the non-state actors play in China and discusses the implications of
public participation to China’s climate capacities.
Literature Review
Increasing scholarly interests have been shown on the significance of nongovernmental
actors’ in global environmental governance. Literature includes the development of
international environmental activism, forms of action and the nature and extent of its
influence globally.
International environmental organizations are the largest transnational social
organizations in number (Bandy and Smith, 2005). Its population has almost doubled as a
percentage of all transnational social movement organizations (Johnson and McCarthy, 2005;
Frank et al. 2000). Two factors contribute to such development in environmental movement,
one the globalization of environmental problems and solution strategies) (van der Heijden,
2006). Second, the characteristics of global environmental governance also require the
incorporation of NGOs, who act as potential force to provide arrangements beyond state (see
Arts, 2006).
One of the key areas of debate is developed on the role of NGOs in international
environmental politics (Bestill and Corell, 2001; 2007). Two categories can be found: a small
group of scholars puts strong emphasis on the national and subnational context of ENGOs
(Dalton, 1994; Pickvance, 1998; Szasz, 1994); while a larger group takes on a transnational
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focus and emphasizes the emergence of transnational advocacy network (O’Neill, 2009;
Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005). Both agree that although environmental NGOs are rooted in
national context (Bandy and Smith, 2005; Faber, 2005; Rootes, 2005), they have broader
policy impact at the state, national and international levels (Faber and McCarthy, 2001).
Heated debate is developed on the significance of transnational environmental activities.
Such activities are characterized by two natures: networking and cooperation. Transnational
advocacy networks are found to be linked by horizontal or vertical connections (Khagram et
al. 2002) or loose and informal networks that have spread across borders (see Adamson,
2005). Environmental NGOs cooperate by sharing common purposes, values, environmental
information and resources (Wapner, 1996; Dalton et al., 2003; Della Porta and Tarrow,
2005). However, issues are raised on the coalition efforts. Murphy’s work suggests that
coalition presence is a double-edged sword. While greater numbers of coalitions suggest
movement expansion, empirical evidence suggests that this rise makes the foundings of new
organizations less likely (Murphy, 2005). Additionally, no universal frame exists for global
environmentalism (Mol, 2003), therefore conflicting ideologies and goals exist among
environmental networks and can cause tensions and affect the patterns of international
cooperation (Keck and Sikking, 1998).
Regarding the influence of transnational networks and their activities, they are found to
be of significance in global environmental politics. Dryzek (2003) suggests it as part of the
“transnational public spheres”. At global level, advocacy networks are suggested to be
functional in the following two aspects.
First, ENGOs participate in the process of international environmental negotiations
(Arts, 1998; O’Neill, 2009). They serve as the “conscience-keepers”, highlighting the moral
and ethical imperatives to solve global environmental problems (Yamin, 2001), and in some
occasions have successfully brought problems to the attention of the international community
(Wapner, 1996). However, ENGOs’ role in international environmental negotiations is found
to be constrained by domestic politics. In climate politics, governments may assume that new
international rules to impose policy changes upon them and therefore not want NGOs to codetermine the outcome of international negotiations (Arts, 1998). Certain states are found to
have had tried to reduce, or even marginalize altogether the degree of NGO input into policy
debates, for instance, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Argentina and Mexico (Newell, 2000). The
significance of ENGO’s political influence is also suspected. By closely examining NGOs’
political influence on the Climate Change and Biological Diversity conventions, Arts argued
that NGOs have only some or indirect effects on both of the provisions, which were far less
than representatives claim they could have (Arts, 1998).
Another main role of NGOs is their involvement in advancing the creation of formal
accountability mechanisms for global governance (Scholte, 2004; O’Neill, 2009). In
environmental governance, NGOs, as one distinct form of non-state actors (NSAs), have been
noted for imposing substantial regulatory power (Arts, 2006). They offer the strongest
regulation and potential to socially embed global markets ‘an array of voluntary, selfregulatory, shared governance, and private arrangements’, which are beginning to fill the
policy void (Howlett, 2000; Haufler 2001; Gunningham et al. 2003; Ruggie 2004; Hay et al.
2005). In the climate arena, self-regulation proposed by civic-business partnerships,
certification programs, labeling and standards for climate neutrality are regarded as ‘new’
modes of governance that is transformed from conventional hierarchical governance.
(Bäckstrand, 2008).
However, turning to green activism in newly industrializing countries, where the
capacities and resources to articulate environmentalism are relatively low, the environmental
movement is often found weak at national level and is only poorly integrated in global
networks (Mol, 2003). Current literature suggests that organizational development has been
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one major reason that attributes to the lacking of significance in environmental movements.
Securing funds to survive is of priority to ENGOs in developing countries, where finance
mostly comes from foreign donors. Lacking resources proves to be an important factor to
explain why the Mexican NGOs put priority on local environmental issues and not engage in
climate issues (Pulver, 2006). Additionally, distinct environmental identities are another
important factor that affects ENGOs’ influence when interacting with foreign donors in
developing countries. Lacking connection with local communities, Russian’s ENGOs are
found to be inefficient in promoting civil society and influencing environmental policy,
despite the fact that Russian ENGOs’ increasingly developed into professional bodies (Henry,
2001). Furthermore, with relatively weak organizational development, ENGOs in newly
industrializing countries are found to remain in an unequal position within global
environmental networks (see Rohrschneider and Dalton, 2008). Northern ENGOs provide aid
to groups from the South and may frame environmental campaigns using their own goals
instead of the indigenous groups (Rohrschneider and Dalton, 2008). Therefore, grassroots
organizations’ own strategies and resources available at the local level influence the
relationships that emerge between local and transnational environmental organizations and
compose key variables in determining movement outcomes (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005;
Rodrigues,2004).
China’s Climate Governance and Political Opportunities for Public Participation
In general, the Chinese authorities are not keen on encouraging organized efforts from the
public, which is often associated with political dissent. However, it seems that political
regulations is less repressive in the field of environmental protection, which has been one of
the fields that certain space is provided by the state for NGOs to establish (Saich, 2000). This
can be explained by several factors, the evolution of Chinese environmental governance
structure, improved legal regulations on public participation and the challenge of the
complexity of climate policy implementation in local level.
China’s climate-relevant policies are found to be rather limited, domestically as well
as internationally (Richerzhagen and Scholz, 2007; Koehn, 2008). They can be broadly
divided into three policy fields: energy, transport, and environment. Energy policy is central
for economic growth, and at the same time, energy generation is the main source of Chinese
GHG emissions. Transport sector is one of the sectors that have the fastest growing
greenhouse gas emissions. However, these two sectors have been weakly incorporated to
climate policies. Only environmental policy has connections with the other two sectors’
policies and holds strong potential for synergies between mitigation policies and specific
environmental programmes (Richerzhagen and Scholz, 2007). Hence, mechanisms and
measurements utilized in environmental policies may have strong implications to the design
and implementation of comprehensive climate policies. Evidence has been shown that in
environmental policies the Chinese political authority is experiencing transformation (Mol
and Carter, 2006). In industrial pollution control, NGOs have been involved in industrial
pollution control (Han and Zhang, 2006). Such facilitative attitude may lead political elites to
integrate civil society in other climate-relevant policies.
Recognizing that demands exist for public environmental participation, the state has
established several legal frameworks and regulatory measurements to allow the public to be
involved in policymaking processes and decisions. The Environmental Impact Assessment
Act promulgated in 2003 confirms the right of public participation in environmental policies,
but in practice the law is seldom followed. This legal framework is complemented by
‘Environmental Protection Administrative Licensing Hearings Provisional Measures’ (2004)
and ‘Provisional Measures for Public Participation in Environmental Impact Assessment’
(2006). Both legal documents delineated the measures for citizens’ participation in
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environmental impact assessment. These legal documents provide institutional arrangement
for public participation, for NGOs to act as an independent monitoring force in controlling
environmental pollution, the completion of environmental impact assessment that many
large-scaled energy skipped under protection of local government.
China is in great need of climate efforts at local level. As suggested by Wilbanks and
Kates (1999), ‘the human activities that can lead to climate change are very local’, there is
growing awareness that any global response to climate change must involve local action.
Despite enormous efforts to improve the state of the environment, implementation on the
local level of the actions proposed is weak due to lack of incentives and conflicting interests,
which result in neglect of environmental activities. Lacking of financial resources in
environmental protection lead to weak administration, and produces an obstacle that restrains
the Environmental Protection Bureau (EPB)’s capabilities (Xie, 2009a). Human resources
also are not sufficient to undertake climate-specific actions, in climate-relevant sectors such
as energy, transport, agriculture, forestry, industry and research and Development. Therefore,
the design and implementation of climate policies and measures are largely constrained. This
factor provides strong incentive for NGOs’ participation in climate-related activities. Those
whose interests are at risk are very likely to participate in environmental movement and have
their interests articulated by ENGOs (Xie and van der Heijden, forthcoming). When the
political output structure is found weak in adapting to climate change, the public is likely to
initiate such activities themselves.
Main Actors in the Third Sector
Among the efforts of public organized activities, INGOs, ENGOs, and GONGOs are the
important forces. Each has its own advantages, which lead them to adopt different strategies
to conduct activities responding to climate change.
International Actors
China sees an increasing number of international actors actively involved in mitigating
effects of climate change in China. During the globalization process, international
environmental events, organizations and NGOs (INGOs) have had a strong impact on the
country. After the UN’s Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995, an increasing number
of international NGOs arrived in China. These groups account for a majority of INGOs that
have entered China since 1978.3
A vast number of international environmental NGOs are currently working in China on
climate and environmental change. Some of the areas they are working include: climate
change (WWF), biodiversity protection (Conservation International, Wildlife Conservation
Society); Watershed management (Oxfam America) and ecotourism, promotion of clean
energy (Natural Resources Defense Council; The Nature Conservancy).
INGOs have proven to be a strong force in fostering the development of Chinese
ENGOs, especially when the latter were just established in the early stages of NGO
development (Xie, 2009a). They bring significant funding to help Chinese groups, which
constitute the major source of revenue to Chinese ENGOs (Fu, 2004; Yang, 2005). Although
enjoying certain degree of freedom, it should be noted that INGOs are very cautious in
working with and joining domestic advocacy activities, because of the repressive political
conditions in China.4 Collaboration between domestic ENGOs and International NGOs are
built mainly through their chapters in China. Large international environmental NGOs - such
3
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as Greenpeace and WWF China - have their own staff and offices in China and operate
relatively independently from their headquarters. They have more chances to cooperate with
Chinese partners. After two decades of presence in China, WWF has built good working
relationship with state government. It has been committed to seeking solutions for China’s
low carbon development and is carrying out a “low carbon city” project with 2 pilot cities.
Some others prefer to work alone, for instance Greenpeace. Smaller organizations can hardly
establish an office and choose to build partnerships with local environmental groups, thus
relying mainly on the latter in their collaborative projects and the collaboration lasts only for
a short period of time (see Xie, 2009a).
In recent years, foreign NGOs and social groups have also been brought in the country
by its climate cooperation with Northern countries including those from EU, the US, Canada
and Japan and so on. NGOs can apply for financial sources provided by official development
assistance grants and act as implementing partners in multilateral environmental agreements
(MEA) from China’s partner countries.
Domestic Environmental NGOs
The past few years have seen rapid growth of ENGOs. By October 2008, 3,539
environmental groups had been registered with the Ministry of Civil Affairs or its local
bureaus.5 However, unregistered environmental NGOs are not included in this number and
neither are web-based organizations or ENGOs registered as business organizations 6 .
According to estimates the total number of unregistered environmental organizations is over
2,000.7
The Chinese ENGOs participation in climate related issues is, contrastingly, relatively
new. In late 1990s and early few years after 2000, most Chinese ENGOs engage in rising
environmental awareness among citizens and officials, in disseminating information to the
wider public and in clean-up actions in streets and parks (Xie, 2009a). The past several years
have seen an increasing amount of ENGOs engaging themselves in climate change issues,
including providing education on climate change, promoting energy saving and efficiency
and helping farming communities to shift to renewable energy sources. It is estimated that
almost 60% are involved in energy saving and emissions reductions. This excludes those that
promote other issues on deforestation, sustainable agriculture development and consumers’
behavior change.
Regarding the professionalization, the Chinese social organizations and voluntary
groups have also been more capable to secure funds through domestic charity and
foundations, with legal document that provides higher incentive to private donations.8 With
their fund secured, NGOs can focus on global environmental issues instead of local or
regional ones that have immediate effects to their lives. However, China’s ENGOs have seen
a low level of institutionalization and formalization, which is identified by a weak
membership system, informal internal institutions and very few systematic mechanisms that
have been developed for decision-making. Individual key members or leaders dominate
organizational life, and determine these organizations’ agendas. Despite this, indigenous
environmental identities have been developed in different localities, which are supported by
5
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the country’s cultural heritage and traditional moral education. It strongly strengthens the
mobilization of masses and resources, and helps to preserve the movement’s autonomy from
international NGOs as their funding organizations (Xie, 2009b).
GONGO
One special type of NGOs that is of increasing importance in China is government organized
NGOs (GONGOs). They were initiated by government agencies or institutions. Examples of
GONGOs that are committed to energy saving and renewable energies include Chinese
Renewable Energy Industries Association (CREIA) (established in 2000), the All-China
Environmental Federation (ACEF) (established in 2005), China Energy Conservation
Association (CECA) (established in 1984).
GONGOs’ involvement in climate activities is boosted by international climate
cooperation between China and the world. The multiple structure of global climate
increasingly requires the participation of NGOs and industrial associations as partners in
collective global climate efforts (see O’Neill, 2009). As non-state actors, they are regarded as
important representative of the industries and community interests. Additionally, the Chinese
government partner is often concerned for lacking transparency in project implementation
(see Wu, 2002). For example in German government’s cooperation with China on energy
saving and the promotion of renewable energies, industrial associations become partners for
implementation as well as state agencies. Moreover, GONGOs have acquired certain level of
independence and began to play leading role in setting professional standards and norms and
decision making process. Empirical case study on CREIA indicates that it has expanded its
activities as merely implementing project and has become an influential actor in national and
provincial renewable energy policy making (Wu, 2002).
Additionally, GONGOs also foster coalitions and networks among NGOs and groups
that work on climate change issue. Established in 2007, China Civil Climate Action Network
(CCAN) is a network that is co-organized by China Association for NGO Cooperation
(CANGO). Major members include Chinese ENGOs, industrial associations and international
NGOs, such as WWF Beijing Office, Environment Defense China. Aside from strengthening
Chinese NGOs’ knowledge and capacity working on climate change issues, CCAN also
bridges Chinese NGO actors with international NGOs’ activities on climate change, including
2007 UNFCCC in Bali.
Raise Individuals’ Awareness
Educating the public and affecting consumers’ behaviour have been the main focuses of
NGOs’ involvement in reducing China’s greenhouse gas emission. Based on their rich
experiences in conducting environmental education, a coalition of ENGOs mobilised a
national campaign to promote energy saving.
Seeing the urgency to keep the climate change in check and the potential to save more
energy in the summer months when air conditioners run full power to cool hotels, offices and
private homes, Beijing’s 6 ENGOs collectively initiated the “26 Degree Campaign” during
the summers of 2004 and 20059. Their goal was to raise consumers’ awareness of climate
change and change their behaviors when consuming energy. Public and private enterprises as
well as individuals were asked to set their air conditioners to a minimum of 26 degrees. Led
by Global Village Beijing and WWF China, systematic campaigns were organized including
a variety of promotional activities. Experts were organized to provide profound knowledge
9
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and data on Beijing’s energy crisis and scientific investigation was conducted to affirm the
possibilities of saving energy by controlling the use of air conditioners.
This initiative was also welcomed by local ENGOs through their connections with major
ENGOs in Beijing. Across the country in 16 provinces, various promotional activities
including exhibitions, participatory education and lectures were organized to disseminate
methods of energy saving and to educate the public on global warming. Target audiences
were composed of communities, schools and universities. Newspapers as well as the Internet
were also used to generate social influence. Innovative methods were utilized to educate the
youth through a music concert.10 This campaign also saw new groups join: prestige GONGOs
such as All-China Environmental Foundation (ACEF) and CANGO. Their presence boosted
the influence of the campaign and smoothed the implementation in cities where the size of
ENGO community is small.
The public’s efforts have had significant results. Within the first year of the campaign
starting, according to the calculation of NGOs, about 350,000 to 550,000 tons of carbon
dioxide emissions were avoided. After two years of advocacy activities, the campaigns had
also successfully influenced state agencies located in Beijing, as they began to take actions to
set minimum requirements for public buildings. In June 2007, the State council issued a
document formally regulating all governmental agencies and state enterprises to set their air
conditioners to a minimum of 26 degrees. Such efforts have also indirectly led to the state
government adopting strict quantified targets in reducing environmental and climate
pressures in the 11th Five-Year Plan. This calls for a 20 percent nationwide improvement in
energy intensity by 2010, and is one of the few strict quantified targets that were adopted to
preserve the environment.
Greening the Media and Better Inform the Public on Climate Change
The Chinese news media has been enjoying increasing freedom in environmental reporting.
Although most newspapers and their regional offices are still owned by Communist Party
Committees at various levels, the decline of financial subsidies from the state means that the
mass media have to survive in the developing market economy. Even the Communist Party’s
newspapers and publications are transforming, by establishing supplements that increase their
freedom to discuss news and public affairs.
Mass media is often used deliberately by environmental movements to mobilize
resources, support as well as to alert political figures on environmental issues (Dalton et al.,
2003) In China, the media has been found to work closely with Chinese environmental
movement, the two actors often cooperating in building public consensus and generating
social impact (Xie, 2009a; Yang, 2005). In fact, many NGO leaders are journalists
themselves, making them very familiar in utilizing media campaigns to promote
environmental concerns. Faced with the country’s growing demand for energy, ENGOs and
the media have raised strong concerns on the construction of dams and development of hydro
power in Southwest China, where water resources are rich. Media discourse was built on the
ecological perspective as well as rights of the local inhabitants (Xie and Mol, 2006), therefore
raising the issue of social costs that is associated with dam construction.
Regarding climate change-related issues, the public has not been well informed in many
places of the world. According to study, in both Germany and US, important disparities have
been found between the media’s reporting and communications in the fields of science and
politics (Weingart and Pansegrau, 2000); even the prestige press have produced biased
coverage of global warming and resultant actions (Boykoff and Boykoff, 2004). This may
have affected the public’s understanding regarding the causes of global warming, and hence
10
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might have attributed to the finding that the American citizens’ knowledge about global
warming was ranked middle among fifteen countries (including developing countries)
surveyed in 2001, even lower than Cuba (Brechin, 2003).
As for Chinese reporters, they are faced with challenges in producing accurate and
effective climate reporting. For a developing country like China, the public’s levels of
activism is relatively low (Xie, 2009a). The public’s perception of specific environmental
problems is rather limited, evident in the knowledge they have on specific environmental
issues (Minsheng Bank, 2005; Hong, 2005). The most distressing environmental issues
include noise pollution, and air and water quality (Minsheng Bank, 2005), probably as they
concern day-to-day living. In comparison, the public’s concern on regional and global
environmental issues is relatively low. According to a survey conducted among 20, 000 urban
youth between 16-35 years old, only 25% are certain that they have clear idea of how to deal
with the impact of climate change, although 75% feel that it is a threat and already underway.
Among them, 92% have received university education. Media and NGOs are thus obliged to
develop close links to assist with the gathering and dissemination of environmental and
climate-related information and improve public awareness.
In addition, the green reporters have also been active in raising their capacity to produce
effective climate reports. Assisted by ENGOs, contacts and networks are built between
reporters, scientists and experts. Workshops and seminars have been organized to train
reporters in effectively reporting on climate change, and guidance has been written to direct
reporting. Such activities are especially prominent in Beijing, which hosts a majority of
national newspapers. A climate change journalist club has been formed, funded by British
Council, on a “Climate Cool” project. State-owned media groups, particularly at the national
level, are the most influential in the industry, and are the main source to which local
newspapers and news agencies refer when determining what approaches and attitudes to
adopt when reporting local stories. It is therefore essential that reporters from prestige
national newspapers communicate with relevant experts to ensure scientifically accurate
reporting.
Promote Shift to Clean Energy Sources and Eco-Economic Sustainability in Rural Areas
Using biogas presents an opportunity to address many of the problems plaguing the
countryside, among which the most serious is energy supply in rural areas. People
traditionally forage for fuel wood in forests, which also serves as safe fertilizer supplier.
Currently, China relies heavily on nitrogen-based fertilizers, which are produced from
petroleum. These fertilizers deplete the quality of soil over years of reuse in a way that
organic fertilizer does not. Additionally, over-applied nitrogen-based fertilizers are a major
contributor to eutrophication and algae blooms in China. Biogas digesters also stand as a
solution to increasing production of methane emissions, which accounted for an estimated 3
percent in total methane emissions in the country in 2005.
Biogas technology is not new to China and is mainly used for cooking, lighting and
heating by individual farm households. However, difficulties exist in the shift to biogas as an
energy source in rural areas, primarily in financing the installation of biogas digesters. 11
Additionally, the income level of households proves an important factor in determining fuel
usage, and the consumption of firewood declines as incomes reach relatively high levels
(Zetriffi and Pan, 2008). Poverty therefore proves a constraint lies is therefore often
synonymous with pollution levels that impede rural areas’ ability to mitigate climate impact.
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ENGOs have succeeded in introducing this efficient energy source to rural areas and
in two cases have received active support and participation from local communities. In
Hubei, through preliminary investigation, Beijing-based ENGO Green Cross (GC) discovered
that villages in Wushan County could very easily be transformed into an ecological village.
They initiated an experimental project that aimed to reconstruct the village in an ecological
way, establishing clean energy (biogas), improving the local living environment, recycling
rubbish, recycling telluric water and promoting ecological food and ecological tourism.
Working directly with local ENGO Green Han River, GC successfully gained trust from three
levels of local governments (city government, county government and Villagers’ Committee).
In particular, the leader of the group built good personal connections with county government
officials. This proved an important factor, as the county government provided half of the
funding to build a digester in pilot villages.
The biogas system provides methane gas that farmers can use as a fuel source for
cooking, heating and electricity. Farmers use the slurry left over from the fermentation
process as an organic fertilizer in local agriculture to plant tea or greenhouses. Local tourism
is developed because the recycling rubbish and recycling telluric water greatly improves the
villages’ hygiene conditions and attracts city dwellers to stay at village homes. Villagers’
ecological economy was raised by 15% on per capita basis. The successful pilot has now
been expanded: another 15,000 households (15.2% of total households in the county) and 167
villages (62.5% of the total number of villages) have set up biogas digesters and a number of
them have also established wastewater treatment plants—using the energy generated by
biogas.
In Tibet, the Global Environmental Institute (GEI)-a Beijing based NGO, also
implemented a biogas program in Wujinmai village, Tibet. Based on its rich project
experiences in Yunnan, GEI educated and trained farmers to manage and maintain biogas
systems that employ simple technology to provide one or two households with heating and
cooking fuel year-round. Animal manure, a potential groundwater pollutant, is composted
into biogas for energy and fertilizer for growing organic crops. Realising Tibet’s temperature
and sunshine compose ideal conditions for organic agriculture production. GEI helped the
villages to establish greenhouses that are greatly facilitated by the biogas tanks. The clean,
renewable and free source of energy solves Tibetans’ animal waste problems and reliance on
wood for fuel. Impressed by the pilot village’s success, the Tibetan political authority who
initially suspected the plausibility of GEI’s project began to promote extensive usage of
biogas systems in combination with greenhouses. Tibet's Development and Reform
Commission evaluated the villagers' understanding and use of the biogas system and have
replicated the project in 12 counties since 2007, with more than 2,000 biogas systems built.
To make the programme profitable and financially sustainable, GEI also assisted
villagers to establish a local company as a vehicle to connect the farmers to outside markets.
Capacity building and skills training are provided to help the farmers learn to better manage
their new businesses selling surplus organic vegetables. The organic product can be sold for
profits that allow them to engage competitively in the market economy.
Both cases illustrated that ENGOs have played an active and innovative role in
promoting rural energy shift and contributing to greenhouse gases reduction. Two factors
greatly contributed to the success of these innovational experiments: First, NGOs can easily
gain trust from local communities, which facilitated their work; second and most important,
they incorporated poverty relieving as an important goal in projects and assisted the local
communities’ sustainability economically as well as ecologically. The latter reason also
explains why the initial successes were expanded to more communities.
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Watchdog on industrial behavior
Being a main driver of economic growth, Chinese industries are also a principal source of
greenhouse gas emission. They also cause serious environmental deterioration in China; more
than half of the river pollution and 90% of air pollution come from industries.
NGOs play a crucial role in improving pollution regulation and controlling severe
pollution. Monitoring and curbing domestic enterprises’ pollutions has been one of the main
focuses of Chinese ENGOs. At subnational level, local governments face a conflict between
economic and environmental aims and usually give priority to the economic development of
their region, postponing environmental recovery. When polluting industries compose an
important part of the local economy, they are often protected by local governments. As an
independent force, NGOs thus play an active role in disseminating information to the public
through mass media and the Internet. One polluting factory’s discharge caused cancer to
villagers from Zhaiwan, a Hubei village that borders to Henan province. Green Han River, a
local NGO from Xiangfan (located in Hubei province) mobilized public consensus and
collaborated with an influential group, Green Volunteer Beijing, to publish the news on
national and provincial newspapers. Henan provincial officials were alerted and ordered the
polluting factories closed. Aside from building the media campaign, NGOs also helped
citizens launch civil lawsuits against polluting enterprises to seek legal redress through the
courts. The Center for Legal Assistance for Pollution Victims (CLAPV) helped citizens sue
enterprises. However, the citizens are likely to disagree about how to manage the
compensation received, as happened in one case in which 1721 litigants were involved.12
In recent years, the Chinese ENGOs have also become watchdogs on international
enterprises for their environmental behaviours. Advocacy networks have been built between
Chinese local and national ENGOs and international ENGOs, such as Greenpeace and WWF
through their local offices. One such campaign was initiated by Greenpeace toward Yunnan’s
illegal logging operations of Asia Pulp & Paper (APP), a subsidiary of Sinar Mas Group, the
largest Indonesian pulp producer. From Green Watershed, a Yunnan-based NGO that
commits to protection of natural resources, Greenpeace learned that APP’s illegal operation
in Yunnan had been secretly permitted by Yunnan government. It then gathered evidence of
the company cutting trees in natural forests and planting non-native eucalyptus trees, which
are then used by to produce paper and pulp. Greenpeace, collaborating with another 5
influential Chinese ENGOs, sent a letter to the Department of Pollution Control, Ministry of
Environmental Protection.13 Such collaborative actions have caught the media’s attention and
have affected APP’s public image, as the company was suspected to have breached the law
by demolishing natural forest in China and was under investigation by central government.
Another important role of NGOs is their involvement in facilitating the Clean
Development Mechanism (CDM) and its potential in China. The mechanism, developed
under the Kyoto Protocol, has been an impetus to reduce greenhouse gases and promote the
green technology market in China, where huge potential for CDM projects exist. However,
the implementation of this mechanism has posed difficulties to Chinese private business, as
knowledge, capacity and the understanding of CDM markets are rather low. The Chinese
research institute GEI, collaborating with partners from Europe, organized “CDM Capacity
Building”. Through training and editing a handbook on CDM practice in China, it improved
12

See Benjamin van Rooij, 2008, The People vs. Pollution: Understanding Citizen Action against Pollution in
China, discussion paper, Colloquium, “Environmental politics in China”, University of Manchester, 3 Dec,
2008.
13
Among the 5 ENGOs, except Greenwatershed, which is a local ENGO from Yunnan, another 4 are all
national ones, including Green Village Beijing, Friends of Nature, Green Environmental Volunteers and
Shouwang Jiayuan.
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enterprises’ understanding of CDM project activities and related carbon trading concepts and
indirectly contributed to the mobilization of increasing resources through market mechanisms
to support energy efficiency.
Discussion and Remarks
Illustrated by the cases of ENGOs’ role in the four areas, it is found that the public has been
participating to China’s response to climate change. The success is mostly based on their
previous experiences in environmental education, campaigning and monitoring activities. The
shift on climate-related issues at a crucial time when such efforts are mostly needed should be
regarded as one progress Chinese ENGOs have made. In comparison to new industrializing
countries, the Chinese proves to be one of the few countries that see public involvement in
climate policies.14 This is based on increasing public awareness about climate-related issues
as well as the organizational development of green groups and NGOs in China.
Environmental groups are capable to secure funds and can focus on global environmental
issues such as climate change, instead of local or regional ones that have immediate effects to
their lives. In this regard, it has to be noted that Beijing’s environmental activism has been at
the forefront of the country’s environmental movements, probably because it is the origin of
the Chinese environmentalism and in comparison to other regions in China, closer
interactions have been made between local environmental groups and branches of
international NGOs that conduct the large amount of climate-related campaigns in the
country.
Additionally, the cases illustrate that existing connections and networks between these
nonprofit actors proves to be useful to facilitate cooperation. Each brings own advantages in
collaborations: international NGOs provide NGOs and GONGOs with the updated global
climate efforts and linkages to relevant international actors; GONGOs can provide access to
policy-makers and state and economic institutions; they also facilitate project implementation
through administrative structures that GONGOs can use (Zhao, 2004). ENGOs act quickly
and are representatives of local communities because they know their needs best. They are
also efficient in mobilizing volunteers and expertise in environmental education. Through
cooperation, the three actors complement each other and can succeed in improving
environmental capacity of the state and local authorities.
Viewing from NGOs’ activities in responding to climate change, it is found that
initiatives and operations are taken mostly on energy, environmental protection including
deforestation and pollution control. Sporadic initiatives are implemented in the adaptation of
climate change. This indicates that NGOs’ involvement in climate policies is still in an early
stage. They have yet to develop sufficient knowledge and expertise in providing specific
actions on strengthening local climate capacities.
Although ENGOs’ work in climate-related activities has just begun, innovative ways to
adapt to different communities have been brought out, based on ENGOs’ past experiences
and rich understanding of China’s current socio-economic development. Take the example of
energy saving promotions, different focuses are developed in urban and rural areas, where
environmental awareness levels differ. In cities where consumption is higher, energy saving
is educated with the perception of low-carbon life style raised. In rural areas, the primary goal
is to ensure that local communities’ sustainability in economically as well as ecologically.
Regarding the fact that China is in great need of local climate efforts, the joining of nonprofit
organizations provides a potential solution to the strengthening of the Chinese state’s climate
capacity and mitigating adverse impact of climate change.

14

In country such as Brazil
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